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PROJECT CHECO REPORTS

The counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare environment of Southeast
Asia has resulted in the employment of USAF airpower to meet a multitude of
requirements., The varied applications of airpower have involved the full
spectrum of USAF aerospace vehicles, support equipment, and manpower. As a
result, there has been an accumulation of operational data and experiences that,Ias a priority, must be collected, documented, and analyzed as to current and
future impact upon USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine.

Fortunately, the value of collecting and documenting our SEA experiences
was recognized at an early date. In 1962, Hq USAF directed CIfNCPACAF to
establish an activity that would be primarily responsive to Air Staff require-
ments and direction, and would provide timely and analytical studies of IJSAF
combat operations in SEA.

Project CHECO, an acronym for Contemporary Historical Examination of
Current Operations, was established to meet this Air Staff requirement. )1anaged
by Hq PACAF, with elements at Hq 7AF and 7AF/13AF, Project CHECO provides a
scholarly, "on-going" historical examination, documentation, and reporting on
USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine in PACOM. This CHECO report is part of
the overall documentation and examination which is being accomplished. Along
with the other CHECO publications, this is an authentic source for an assess-
ment of the effectiveness of USAF airpower in PACOM.

MILTON B. ADAMS, Major General, USAF

Chief of Staff
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FOREWORD

Quang Ngai Province was one of the strongest Viet Cong areas in South

Vietnam. Continuous from 1965, the NVA/VC advanced stiff resistance to

friendly efforts to gain control of the population. Air support played an

integral part in ground operations against the enemy.

Previous CHECO reports often emphasized how air support operated from

the Air Force point of view. The purpose of this study is to examine air

support from the point of view of the man looking up, to investigate how

commanders employed air to support ground operations, to establish its

place in the overall tactical situation, and to measure, as far as possible,

how air support affected the enemy's ability to operate in Quang Ngai

Province.

The first chapter outlines the historical setting for air support

of friendly ground operations against the enemy. The request systems for

obtaining air support are explained in the second chapter, and the final

chapter places in context the tactical employment of airpower, the effect

of immediate airstrikes, and the often misunderstood impact of preplanned

airstrikes on the operational capability of the enemy.

xi
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CHAPTER I

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Early History

Viewed from twenty thousand feet, Quang Ngai, the southernmost

province in I Corps, fits neatly into the general pattern of the coastal

provinces. The coastal lowlands push inland from the South China Sea against

the foothills about seventeen miles along the Song Tra Bong River in the

north and recede gradually back to the ocean near the southern boundary.

The foothills rise rapidly to meet the rugged, mountainous jungles

which cover three-fourths of the province area of 5,637 square kilometers.

Three main rivers weave through the numerous steep valleys of the Troung

Son Mountain chain in their easterly flow to the coast. Sheer cliffs and

steep slopes rise from the valleys to form a myriad of ridgelines and

peaks, rising generally to heights from 900 to 1,600 feet with some reach-

ing 6,000 feet on the western border. This mountainous area is covered

with dense underbrush of grass, vines, briars, and thick forests reaching

more than 160 feet into the air, forming unlimited opportunities for enemy1/
movement and concealment.

The highlands of Quang Ngai have harbored Montagnard tribesmen since

their ancestors migrated from Kontum and Laos sometime prior to the

fifteenth century. Still following the patterns set centuries ago, these

primitive people existed by burning away patches of the forest, cultivat-

ing the cleared land until the crops exhausted the soil, and then moving

*1
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on to another location. In 1969, they formed about one-sixth of the popu-

lation of the province. 5
About the same time that the Montagnards moved into the highlands, 3

dissident elements from the Nguyen dynasty left their homes near Hanoi to

settle along the coastal lowlands. They established a rural economy by 3
planting rice in the flatlands and cultivating manioc, maize, corn, peas,

and assorted fruits upon the not too generous portions of arable soil be- m

tween the sandy coast and foothills. Many turned to fishing in the South g
China Sea, lumbering in the mountains, and concentrating on homecrafts.

The area became well known for silk and for mats woven of reeds that

grew along the river banks. Although Jhe peasants harvested rice twice a 3
year, in March and October, their crops suffered great losses each year

from flooding. Rooted to the soil for their very existence, the vast 3
majority of the people knew little but work from dawn to sunset, interrupt-

ed only by the few holidays of the lunar calendar.

Poor, but proud and aggressive, the people of Quang Ngai Province

historically exhibited the rebellious nature which eventually turned the

province into a bastion of revolutionary activity. When the French extend-

ed their influence into Vietnam in the late nineteenth century, the strongest 3
armed resistance centered in the provinces of Quang Ngai and Binh Dinh; and

from these provinces, in the 1930s, the first peasant revolts broke out I
against the Vietnamese officials who supported the French.

2 I
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- The Japanese forced the Viet Minh troops into the highlands during

-- World War II, but following the Allied victory, Viet Minh soldiers marched

triumphantly into Quang Ngai and were welcomed by the people as their

liberators. French troops never succeeded in reentering the province in

force.

During the revolutionary campaign that eventually expelled the French

from Vietnam, all Viet Minh nerve-center military installations in Military

Region 5 were located in the province, with the headquarters located in

Quang Ngai City itself. Ho Chi Minh looked upon Quang Ngai as a zone

already freed from the French and the Emperor Bao Dai. The town of Duc

Pho, with its beautiful beaches and fiery women, became one of the largest

rest centers in the country for Viet Minh soldiers.

In 1954, when many of the Viet Minh soldiers and political organiza-

tions were moved to the north, about 30,400 party members, 16,000 families,

and 1,200 political and military cadres stayed behind to insure that Saigon

control did not extend beyond the larger towns.

By 1960, a whole generation of young people in the rural areas had

known no government other than the Viet Minh and National Liberation Front.

3_ The province had also produced several key Communist officials, including

the Prime Minister of North Vietnam (NVN), Pham Van Dong, and four North
3/

Vietnamese Army (NVA) generals.

3



Outbreak of Viet Cong Attacks, 1960

The year 1960 marked the real beginning of the struggle that soon

engulfed Quang Ngai Province in seemingly endless waves of death and destruc-

tion. In that year, the Viet Cong (VC) (the new appellation for the late m

Viet Minh party) launched a series of assassinations and attacks against

the Nationalist leaders.

The campaign broke out on the night of 10 October 1960, with them

assassination of the Ba To District Chief, and continued over the next -

two months with the death of seven other victims, including village repre-

sentatives, hamlet chiefs, and anticommunist elements. 5
In addition, a Viet Cong battalion ambushed a convoy led by the Deputy 3

Province Chief in charge of internal security, killing the chief and a

number of the cadre and burning their vehicles. They also launched a 5
battalion-sized force against an army battalion at An Hoa post.

The Nationalist leaders petitioned the central government for aid and

set about organizing popular forces, training paramilitary units, and 3
setting up agrovilles and combat hamlets to cope with the Viet Cong guerrillas.

Despite these efforts, more Viet Cong cadres returned from NVN to swell

the Communist ranks, and guerrilla forces continued to extend their control

over the rural areas by burning government offices, schools, markets, and

villages. The government popular forces, scattered and armed with out-of-

date weapons, could not contain the Viet Cong attacks which soon expandedm

from guerrilla to mobile warfare. By the beginning of 1962, the Viet Cong

4



controlled most of the province, limiting government control to a few

3 towns.4_/

3 Recognizing the gravity of the situation, in May 1962, Ngo Dinh Diem

launched the Strategic Hamlet Program with particular vigor in Quang Ngai

- Province. The program's aim was to separate the people from the Viet Cong

soldiers and organizers who lived among them.

With newly trained and modernized regular and popular forces, govern-

m ment leaders urged the people in contested areas to leave their villages

and help construct fortifications and new homes in strategically located

hamlets. If a family refused to move, the regular troops were empowered

to burn its home and fields.

While this program met with some outward indications of success, the

Viet Cong influence remained high even within the framework of the strategic

hamlets. They continued to attack isolated outposts, burned offices, schools,

and hospitals, and attempted to destroy all community development programs.

Incidents of kidnapping and assassination increased, with bills of indict-

ment to damage the prestige of government personnel. Reinforced by cadres

and soldiers returning from North Vietnam, the Viet Cong built up their

3 various organs, sent youths to secret zones for training and arms, dug

secret tunnels for local cadre and guerrillas, and forced the people to

support them with supplies and money. Guerrilla units operated from one

district to another following mobile warfare tactics. For the first

time, they launched large-scale offensives in an attempt to break up the

Ii 5



hamlet building program. I

In August 1962, four Viet Cong companies broke into Vinh Loc hamlet, I
Son Tinh District, with artillery and machine guns. The battle lasted a 3
day and a night causing heavy casualties to the Regional Force company and

armed youths defending the hamlet. In May 1963, the Viet Cong concentrated 3
two battalions in Mo Duc District and occupied several villages for two

days. Before being driven out, they destroyed a number of strategic ham- I
lets in the region.

Despite the continual harassment, the government program had extended

measured control over some of the more populated parts of the province by

the middle of 1963. But in doing so, the policies of Diem created deep- 3
seated hostilities in Quang Ngai, as well as in Saigon and other parts of5/
the country. 3

The Buddhist struggle to counter Diem's government entered a crucial 3
phase in the fall of 1963 and culminated in the military coup of 1 November

1963, when the Armed Forces overthrew President Ngo Dinh Diem. Under orders 3
of the Central Military Revolutionary Council, on 7 November the Commander

of the 25th Division, Army of Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), took over the

Quang Ngai Province government. 3
In the political and military upheavals that followed the denuncia- -

tion of the old government and implementation of the new, the Strategic

Hamlet Program was dropped and all coordinated efforts to repulse the 3
Viet Cong ceased. The Viet Cong used this opportunity to infiltrate the

newly formed government from province to village and hamlet levels.
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Viet Cong cadres induced many of the Self-Defense Corps and Combat

Youth Platoons to defect to the communist side, bringing along all their

weapons. They used the lull to proselyte, train, and equip three new

Province Mobile Battalions composed of infiltrated North Vietnam, soldiers,

regrouping National Guardsmen and selected guerrilla men. In every district,

the Viet Cong maintained one to three companies of full-time forces,

strengthened the village guerrillas, and trained and equipped local youths

on the spot, creating a military command system from the province down to

the villages.

Meanwhile, party disputes, religious resentment between Catholics

and Buddhists, and the disruptive activities of an organization called the

People's Salvation Council, all combined to stifle the new administrators'
6/

efforts and to reinforce the Viet Cong's influence throughout the province.-

The practically unhindered preparations of the NVA/VC culminated in

May 1965, when they launched an NVA reinforced, regimental-sized attack

against the 51st ARVN Regiment near Ba Gia outpost. Located about 12 miles

northwest of Quang Ngai City, Ba Gia was the westernmost post guarding

against enemy infiltration down the Song Pra Khuc River valley.

As the battle gained momentum, both the NVA/VC and Republic of Viet-

nam (RVN) sent in reinforcements. By the sixth day, the enemy had pushed

the battle to the very outskirts of the capital city. Increasing waves

of airstrikes took their toll and on the ninth day forced the NVA/VC to

withdraw to the mountains. The enemy failed to capture and hold Ba Gia
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but succeeded in destroying the 51st ARVN Regiment.

Airpower proved to be the decisive influence in the first large battle

fought for control of Quang Ngai Province. Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) and 3
Free World Air Force (FWAF) aircraft flew 651 strike sorties and 15 night

flare sorties. They dropped 2,283 flares and 754.3 tons of bombs and m

napalm, reporting 1,430 structures destroyed and 423 damaged in the action.

The attack on Ba Gia startled Saigon and the local military commanders. ItZ/
marked the beginning of a new phase of warfare for control of the province. I
Entry of Free World Forces, 1965

Left to their own resources, the RVN forces would have been unable to

save Quang Ngai Province from absolute control by the Viet Cong. Fortunate- 3
ly, assistance was already on its way. As Allied ground forces and increased

air support moved into the province, government regular, regional, and popu-3

lar forces were able to regroup and expand. From the questionable capability

of being able to defend the capital itself, the combined forces slowly ex-

tended operations throughout the populated regions of the coastal plains 3
and into the infiltration routes along the mountain slopes.

The III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF) landed its first elements at

Chu Lai, on the coast just beyond the northern province border, on 7 May 3
1965, and constructed a short tactical airstrip by the end of the month.

In August, three Marine battalions swept along the Binh Son District coast I
to thwart an incipient attack by the Viet Cong 1st Regiment on Chu Lai. i

The Marines killed approximately 700 VC in their first victory on Quang Ngai
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soil. In September 1965, they conducted a successful search and destroy

operation on the Batangan Peninsula, and in November joined with the South

Vietnamese Marine Corps (VNMC) and the Army of Republic of Vietnam forces

to relieve the beleaguered Thach Tru Ranger outpost near the highway in

southern Mo Duc District.

In early 1966, military forces moved from defensive to offensive

operations. Strengthened by the arrival of the 2d ARVN Division in April

1966, and a Republic of Korea (ROK) Marine Brigade in August, the military

expanded operations all along the coastal districts of the province.

The III MAF initiated COUNTRY FAIR operations in April and joined

with the 2d ARVN Division to secure the rice harvest in Mo Duc in September

1966. Behind this increasing security, the Revolutionary Development

Program (RDP) slowly expanded and received a significant boost with the

arrival and placement of 16 Vung Tau-trained 59-man cadres in October 1963.

Americal Division Arrives, 1967

The military posture received renewed strength in 1967 when the over-

extended III MAF force was replaced by two brigades of the Americal Division

(designated Task Force Oregon until September) which moved in with head-

quarters at Chu Lai in April. One brigade operated to the north of the

Song Tra Khuc River and the other to the south out of Duc Pho. In June,

for the first time in more than two years, a convoy traveled the entire

distance from Chu Lai to Duc Pho on National Highway I.
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ARVN, Americal, Regional Force (RF), Popular Force (PF), and Civilian

Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) forces cooperated with the Province Chief

in operations designed to extend security and encourage inhabitants of

contested areas to move into government controlled hamlets and refugee

camps. Combined military forces moved through the river valleys leading 3
from the mountains and other contested areas such as the Batangan Peninsula.

In addition to combating the NVA/VC and destroying their base camps,I

they evacuated the people to refugee centers and then burned all of the 3
structures to deny their use to the enemy and to discourage the refugees

11/
from returning to their homes. By November 1967, there were 116,214 -

refugees scattered in secure areas and 61,507 refugees located in 66

temporary camps and 19 permanent camps. 3
Although these extensive operations kept the NVA/VC from launching any 3

major attacks, they continually harassed the countryside; the number of

incidents ranged from 178 in March to a low of 39 in November. In December

1967, the enemy overran and almost destroyed Binh Son District Headquarters. 3
Intelligence indicated the enemy reoccupied base areas within 48 hours after

12/
friendly troops moved through.

The province report for December 1967 concluded that although the

1967 hamlet construction program was accomplished in theory, it had "failed

in fact, because the rural areas remain vulnerable at any time to Viet Cong i
13/

intimidation and attack."-
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NVA/VC Offensive, Tet 1968

The enemy broke loose in the Tet Offensive of January and February

1968. The offensive began on 2 January, with an attack on Nghia Hanh

District Headquarters, followed by 71 separate incidents and an all-out

effort on 31 January to occupy Quang Ngai City with an estimated 3,500

troops.

Enemy forces succeeded in occupying the Provincial Prison (releasing

600 PWs), RF/PF Training Center, and a Catholic school, including three

adjacent blocks. The enemy was driven out of the city on 2 February 1968.

Fighting continued until 6 February, when a second attack on the city was

successfully repulsed and the enemy withdrew following a relentless bombard-

ment by air. Harassment continued with 91 additional incidents in February

and dropped off in March to 61.

The attacks resulted in almost total collapse of security throughout

the province, except in Duc Pho, and left many Vietnamese officials confused

and frightened. This situation proved to be temporary and by March 1968,

conditions were approaching normal with 40 of the 48 Revolutionary Develop-

ment Teams back in their assigned hamlets. Military forces returned to

offensive search and clear operations throughout the rest of the year and

the enemy avoided major contacts, except for an abortive battalion probe

against the capital in August 1968.

Increased security came to the Revolutionary Development Program in
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